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The Mastaba D 23 in process of excavation at Sahara, Egypt 



Two Mastaba Chambers 

THE edge of the desert on the western bank 
of the Nile was chosen from time immemorial 
by the Egyptians as the site of their tombs. In 
the course of centuries they came to form almost a 
continuous necropolis stretching from Gizeh, near 
Cairo, far up the river. The pyramid type, which 
was characteristic of the Old Em- 
pire, was reserved for the king and 
his immediate family, and at its foot 
a mortuary temple was dedicated 
to the service of the k a > or ghostly 
double, of the monarch. About 
the pyramid were gathered the Mas- 
tabas, or tombs of the nobility. 
Two of these from the pyramid 
field at Sakkara were purchased by 
the Museum several years ago from 
the Egyptian government through 
the good offices of Professor Mas- 
pero, Director-General of Antiqui- 
ties in Egypt, and Mr. J. E. Quibell, 
the Director of Excavations at Sak- 
kara. They have been installed 
in the centre of the first gallery of 
the Egyptian Department in the 
present Museum and give its name 
to the room. These two chambers 
were described and illustrated by 
Mariertein 1899* 

A Mastaba is so called from its 
external resemblance to the stone 
seat outside an Arab shop. It 

*A Mariette, " Les Mastabas de I' Ancien 
Empire." Paris, 1889. Pp. 242 and 285 ff. 



consists of a masonry structure, rectangular in 
outline, with slanting walls faced with stone or 
brick, the main axis of the building running gener- 
ally north and south. Three features are essential 
to a Mastaba — an offering-chamber accessible 
from without, a niche adjoining for the statue of 
the dead, and a vault beneath for the reception 
of the sarcophagus. The offering-chamber was 
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Figure of Owner of Mastaba D 23 

usually placed in the southeast corner of the structure. 
Here the friends and relatives of the deceased 
brought provisions for his £a, or ghostly double, 
and prayed for its welfare. The chief feature of 
the chamber was the stele built into the west 
wall, which in the time of the Old Empire re- 
tained the general lines of a doorway, although 
consisting of a single piece of stone. In some 
Mastaba Chambers the walls are plain, the stele 
only being decorated. In other cases carved and 
painted reliefs decorate the walls, and to this class 
belong the two chambers installed in the Museum 
gallery. 

The second feature of the Mastaba was the 
" serdab," a chamber hidden in the masonry, in 
which were placed figures of the deceased, and 
which was connected with the offering-chamber 
by only a very small opening. Through this open- 
ing the k a > dwelling in the " serdab," could enjoy 
the incense burned in his honor. 

The third feature of the Mastaba was the tomb 



chamber itself, a narrow space cut in the rock 
beneath the others, where the sarcophagus was 
deposited. This room was reached by means of 
a rectangular shaft, which was filled up with stones 
after the body was in place. 

The artistic interest of these tombs centres in 
the statues and reliefs often found in the " serdab " 
and the reliefs carved on the walls of the offering- 
chamber. In one of the present Mastaba Cham- 
bers * the reliefs give evidence that the owner of 
the tomb died before the decoration on the walls 
was finished, and several courses betray the hasty 
finishing of the decoration by painting the figures 
only. The material is a coarse fossil limestone, 
except for the stele, which is of the finest smooth- 
grained limestone. This difference in the material 
may indicate that the block for the stele was given 
to the noble as a mark of especial favor or a re- 
ward for good service. On the stele are seated 
figures of the deceased, prayers to Anubis to assure 
to the owner the continuance of earthly blessings, 
while below are represented four standing figures 
of the noble. The walls of this chamber show the 
master fowling in the marshes, reeds on the bank, 
servants gathering the rushes, a net being pulled in 
with its catch of ducks and geese, and boatmen 
poling their craft along the stream. Conventional 
as the drawing certainly is, it is of no small merit 
when the material, the attempt to show off the im- 
portant parts of the figure, and the purpose of the 
work are considered. In the finest specimens of 
this period the artist never forgot that his design 
was to satisfy at least two requirements : it must 
conform to the type in use for funerary reliefs, 
and it must be a decoration on a wall. It is 
this chamber which is shown in process of ex- 
cavation in the illustration at the head of the 
present article. 

The second chamber t is from the Mastaba of 
Pthah-Sekhem-Ankh, which was in ruinous con- 
dition when excavated, the chamber alone being 
in fair preservation. The material in this room also 
varies in texture. On the walls are represented 
sacrificial scenes dealing with the cutting up of 
oxen, harvesting scenes, servants caring for the 
animals, groups of domestic animals, and boatmen in 
a water-festival, gaily decorated with lotus flowers. 
These walls also show many traces of the varied 
colors which once made them brilliant. The free- 
dom and skill of the drawing of the animals is 
worthy of notice. The stele in this room is of the 
usual type. 

These Mastaba Chambers belong to a class of 
tombs which went out of general use towards the 
end of the Old Empire, and were succeeded by 
the rock chambers found in the cliffs of Upper 
Egypt. L. E. R. 

* Marked D 23 in A. Mariette, " Les Mastabas de UAncien Em- 
pire/' Paris, 1889. P. 243 ff. This chamber is 14 ft., 10 in. long, by 
5 ft., 3 in. wide, by 13 ft., 4 in. high. 

tD 41 in A. Mariette, 44 Les Mastabas de UAncien Empire," 
Paris, 1889. P. 285 ff. This chamber is 14 ft., 8 in. long, by 5 ft., 
1 in. wide, by 9 ft., 1 1 in. high. 



